
the canterville ghost by oscar wilde
The Canterville Ghost is a delightful novella written by Oscar Wilde, first published in 1887. This
charming tale blends elements of the supernatural with satire, exploring themes of American culture,
the nature of fear, and the complexity of human relationships. In this article, we will delve into the
plot, characters, themes, and the significance of Wilde's work, providing a comprehensive overview of
this classic piece of literature.

Plot Summary

The story is set in Canterville Chase, a grand English manor that has been haunted for centuries by
the ghost of Sir Simon de Canterville. According to local legend, Sir Simon was responsible for the
death of his wife, and as a result, he is doomed to wander the halls of his ancestral home for eternity.
Despite the ghost's terrifying reputation, the arrival of an American family, the Otises, changes the
dynamics of the haunting.

When the Otis family, consisting of Mr. Hiram Otis, his wife, and their four children, moves into
Canterville Chase, they are more skeptical than frightened. The American family is unimpressed by
the ghost's attempts to instill fear, responding with humor and practicality. Sir Simon, who expects to
terrify the family, is instead met with a series of comical interactions that highlight cultural differences
between the British aristocracy and the American middle class.

Key Events

The novella unfolds through several key events:

1. Introduction of the Ghost: Sir Simon appears for the first time, attempting to scare the Otis family
with his ghostly visage and eerie sounds.

2. American Response: The Otises, instead of fleeing in terror, offer Sir Simon cleaning supplies for his
bloodstains and engage him in light-hearted banter.

3. Ghost's Despair: Sir Simon becomes increasingly frustrated by the family's lack of fear and is
reduced to a comical figure, making desperate attempts to regain his ghostly dignity.

4. Revelation of the Past: As the story unfolds, Sir Simon's tragic backstory is revealed, shedding light
on his motivations and the reasons behind his haunting.

5. Resolution: The climax of the story occurs when the Otis family helps Sir Simon find peace, allowing
him to move on from his ghostly existence.

Characters



Wilde's characters are richly drawn, each serving a distinct purpose in the narrative. Here are some of
the key figures:

- Sir Simon de Canterville: The ghost of the manor, who embodies the traditional British aristocracy.
His attempts to haunt the Otises fail miserably, leading to a comedic exploration of his character.

- Mr. Hiram Otis: The pragmatic American patriarch who represents a new world order and is unafraid
of the supernatural. He often offers practical solutions to Sir Simon's haunting antics.

- Mrs. Otis: The supportive wife, who is more concerned with the comfort of her family than the
ghost's presence. She often plays the role of a mediator between her husband and Sir Simon.

- Virginia Otis: The daughter of the Otis family, she possesses a kind heart and ultimately plays a
crucial role in helping Sir Simon find peace. Her compassion humanizes the ghost.

- The Twins (Stars and Stripes): Mischievous and playful, they add a layer of humor to the story, often
teasing the ghost and contributing to his frustration.

Themes

Wilde's novella is rich in themes that resonate with readers, making it a timeless piece. Here are
some prominent themes explored in the story:

1. Cultural Contrast

One of the most significant aspects of "The Canterville Ghost" is the contrast between British and
American cultures. Wilde juxtaposes the refined, superstitious British aristocracy with the practical,
modern American mindset. This cultural clash leads to humorous situations, as the Otis family's lack
of fear undermines the ghost's authority. Wilde uses this contrast to critique the rigidity of tradition
and the changing societal norms of the late 19th century.

2. The Nature of Fear

Fear is a central theme in the novella, but Wilde subverts traditional notions of what it means to be
scared. Instead of being terrified by the ghost, the Otises approach him with humor and rationality.
This portrayal challenges the reader's understanding of fear and highlights the idea that fear can be
conquered through understanding and compassion.

3. Redemption and Forgiveness

Sir Simon's journey throughout the story is one of redemption. Initially portrayed as a malevolent
figure, he becomes a sympathetic character as his backstory is revealed. The Otis family's willingness
to help him find peace illustrates the theme of forgiveness and the importance of compassion in



overcoming the past. Virginia's role in this process emphasizes the idea that understanding and
empathy can lead to healing.

Literary Style and Techniques

Wilde's writing style in "The Canterville Ghost" is characterized by wit, humor, and a keen sense of
irony. He employs various literary techniques to enhance the narrative:

- Satire: Wilde uses satire to comment on the absurdities of both British and American cultures,
poking fun at their respective values and beliefs.

- Dialogue: The witty exchanges between characters reveal their personalities and create a light-
hearted tone throughout the novella.

- Symbolism: The ghost itself serves as a symbol of the past, representing the weight of history and
tradition that the Otises are unafraid to challenge.

Significance and Legacy

"The Canterville Ghost" remains a significant work in Oscar Wilde's oeuvre. It showcases his ability to
blend humor with profound themes, making it accessible to readers of all ages. The novella's
exploration of cultural differences resonates with contemporary audiences, as issues of identity and
tradition continue to be relevant today.

Moreover, Wilde's commentary on the nature of fear and the importance of compassion remains
timeless. The story has inspired numerous adaptations in various forms of media, including film,
theater, and television, attesting to its enduring appeal.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Canterville Ghost" by Oscar Wilde is a captivating novella that combines humor
with deeper social commentary. Through its engaging plot, well-drawn characters, and exploration of
themes such as cultural contrast and redemption, Wilde crafts a story that entertains while
encouraging readers to reflect on their own perceptions of fear and compassion. As we continue to
navigate a world shaped by diverse cultures and histories, Wilde's insights remain as relevant now as
they were over a century ago.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'The Canterville Ghost'?
The primary theme of 'The Canterville Ghost' is the clash between American and British cultures,



particularly in terms of values and attitudes towards superstition and tradition.

Who is the main character in 'The Canterville Ghost'?
The main character is Sir Simon, the ghost who haunts Canterville Chase, and his interactions with the
Otis family, particularly with Virginia Otis.

How does the Otis family react to the ghost?
The Otis family, particularly the father, Mr. H.L. Otis, reacts with skepticism and humor to the ghost,
treating his haunting attempts as a nuisance rather than a source of fear.

What role does Virginia Otis play in the story?
Virginia Otis plays a crucial role as she ultimately empathizes with Sir Simon and helps him find
peace, showcasing themes of compassion and redemption.

How does Oscar Wilde incorporate humor into 'The Canterville
Ghost'?
Wilde incorporates humor through the absurdity of the ghost's situations, the American family's
practical responses to haunting, and witty dialogue that satirizes both British and American societal
norms.

What is the significance of the ghost's backstory?
Sir Simon's backstory reveals themes of guilt, regret, and the desire for forgiveness, emphasizing the
human side of the ghost and his longing for redemption.

What literary techniques does Wilde use in 'The Canterville
Ghost'?
Wilde employs satire, irony, and a blend of gothic and comedic elements to create a unique narrative
that critiques societal norms and explores deeper themes.

How does 'The Canterville Ghost' reflect Oscar Wilde's views
on society?
The story reflects Wilde's views on the absurdity of social conventions, the clash of cultures, and the
importance of individuality and compassion in human relationships.
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